were also turned into refugee centers, and there was chaos everywhere as the town didn't have the means to absorb such a huge influx. Some of the refugees settled in our town and live there to this day, while others moved inward to other towns or onward to exile, due to the difficulty of making a living and the scarcity of water resources.
So our town, which had been self-sufficient and relatively comfortable, became destitute virtually overnight, cut off from its livelihood of orchards and farmlands on the coastal plain and cattle breeding and trade with alTireh, al-Taybeh, Jaffa, Tel Aviv, Lydda, and Ramla. The conditions of the original townspeople abruptly deteriorated to abject poverty, such that there wasn't much difference between them and the refugees. Hunger spread, and if it hadn't been for the huge quantities of dates provided by the Iraqi government, many would have died. I remember that we children used to gather the date pits and sell them to bakeries-a full basket for one piaster. We were also set to gathering firewood and dry vegetable stems for cooking fuel and grasses and wild herbs for the rabbits and sheep.
The dire situation of Qalqilya's inhabitants was taken into consideration after the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) was set up in 1950 and welfare cards were distributed along with emergency and fixed rations to everyone, except that the rations for Qalqilya's original citizens were only half as much as those given to the refugees. I will always remember the number of my family's welfare card: 58610405. That same year, the United Nations established a hospital on premises that the Iraqi army had used as an emergency center and opened schools for refugee children. Thus international aid became Qalqilya's main source of livelihood. I still remember the long queues for milk in the mornings and the little skirmishes that sometimes broke out when provisions were distributed.
A National Guard was set up in Qalqilya, and many of the young men joined, their main job being to keep watch on the Israeli border from the trenches dug on the outskirts of town. We children used to amuse ourselves running back and forth between their positions, and some of the guards would send us on errands to buy cigarettes or matches they had run out of.
We also used to compete in seeing who was boldest in sneaking into the old orchards and placing rocks or pouring motor oil on the railway tracks, hoping the Jewish train would skid. But the train kept moving back and forth relentlessly, blowing its shrill whistle each time it neared our town.
After the establishment of the State of Israel and the departure of the Arab armies, Qalqilya's inhabitants began to realize that this would be a long story. The educated youth set their minds on going abroad. Some entered the Gulf countries illegally, and some even died of suffocation hidden inside oil tanks. Men sold the jewelry of their women and tried to reclaim the poor mountainous lands that remained on our side of the border, digging out rocks and filling the holes with soil to plant vegetables. They also dug many artesian wells using primitive methods, and we kids used to hang arouncl while the work was going on. They bought generators and pumps to irrigate REFLECTIONS ON AL-NAKBA 7 the orchards that were left and set up what could be described as small agricultural cooperatives, some of which are still functioning.
Throughout the years, the people of Qalqilya and the refugees dreamed of returning to their fields and villages. During the earlier years, their sleep was disturbed by nightmares involving Jews hounding them and chasing them out, and they brooded about how the Arab countries had conspired against them and the whole world shared in the injustice meted out to them.
As time went on, al-Nakba was transformed into a memory that the peo- joined the ranks of the independent nonbelievers. My illiterate mother, on the other hand, became more devout and urged me and my older brother to pray, to fast, and to learn the Qur'an by heart. Following her instrutctions, I
prayed five times a day and often repeated the ayat al-kursi, which she said would protect whoever memorized it from the devil and the attacks of the Israelis. For many years, I would race to be the first to reach the mosque after the dawn call to prayer, sometimes arriving before the imam, and I would stand right behind him in the front row of worshippers. This earned me the reward of sweets from a devout relative. Later on, this same relative used to
give me schoolbooks and pencils, particularly during the numerous stretches that my father spent in Jordanian prisons for "infiltration" into Israel.
After the Free Officers Revolution in Egypt in 1952, a strong Nasirist current spread among the youth; when I was older, I myself joined their ranks.
Those days, whoever did not own a firearm tried to get one, though weapons had to be carefully concealed as the Jordanian police frequently conducted searches and confiscated whatever they found. Many young men carried out a variety of dangerous actions inside Israel, and some established relations with the Egyptian Secret Service. Many were imprisoned by Jordan, where infiltration was an act punishable by prison (the sentence could last several years if a firearm had actually been used). Many of Qalqilya's sons were killed, including fathers and relatives of friends of mine, when they sneaked across to "steal" a cow or horse or some clothes or water pipes or whatever they could lay their hands on in the Jewish colonies or harvest 8 JOURNAL OF PALESTINE STUDIES whatever crops they could in what had been their orchards and fields. No one in our town could be convinced that the fruits of their lands, still within sight just across the tracks, did not belong to them anymore.
There were countless such "infiltrations." Our town was often awakened by the sound of gunfire between its young men and Israeli troops or guards from the Jewish colonies. On such nights, people would wait tensely, ready to move to neighborhood mosques better able to withstand shelling: people still believed that "the houses of God had a Lord to protect them" and that
God could deflect artillery if He so desired. And people would pray "May God spare us! 0 Merciful Lord, drive the Israelis blind and be merciful to our men!" Many times, my father was one of those in need of such prayers.
When one of the men was martyred, everyone would know because the wails and screams of women and children would tear through the stillness of the night, and all the inhabitants would be at their doors. The children would wake up, all anxious and perturbed, clinging to the skirts of our mothers, and if the town was under shelling we boys would rush out into the alleys once it stopped to be among the men. As kids, I remember how our anxiety would be calmed as we listened to the men's talk, eavesdropping on the latest news which we would carry back to our mothers, scared and worried.
The town would live through a state of genuine sorrow after the loss of a martyr. To show solidarity, everyone would walk in the funeral procession after prayers over the dead man's body and then sit with the family throughout the three days of condolence offering. And during these times we children would hear the stories of infiltration into the colonies and skirmishes with the Jews, of courage and cowardice, of life and death, of paradise and hell, of the special status of the martyrs before God, and of the behavior of the Jordanian Secret Service. They were exciting and terrifying stories, almost like mystery tales, imprinted in our memories.
The mujahidun and the infiltrators from our town harassed the neighboring colonies for over five years. Israel stepped up the pressure on Jordan, which it held responsible for the security of the borders, and did not hesitate to use artillery and machine-gun fire against the town or to position snipers to shoot whoever came near the border. A number of men, women, and children (including relatives and schoolmates) were killed that way. Imwas. Qalqilya's inhabitants were left without shelter, and it was only thanks to direct American intervention that they were allowed to return a month later, after about a third of the town's houses had been destroyed.
By that time, I was gone. I had joined the Arab Nationalist Movement in 1961, and a few years after that, when I was twenty, I joined its military wing, I belonged to a people who had been brought to rLiin by a fiercely parochial settler movement feeding on the drug of racialist hatred and aggression that it had brought with it from Europe, a movement that in a relatively short time had put us in desperate flight across our borders, reduced us to being squatters in other peoples' lands, and tried to hound us out of history.
I could not have chosen a better place to flee to. The forbidding landscape of the Australian outback has a way about it-about its searing heat, its unfamiliar rhythms, its influence on the human imagination, its rock and ash and echoes, and the expanse of stars in its night sky-that makes a man jump outside the skin of his past.
But that, I discovered after a while, I could not escape. For it would always come back, that past, as if it were an ache, an ache from a sickness a man didn't know he had. Like the smell of ripened figs at a Perth supermarket that would place me, for one blissful moment, under that big fig tree in the backyard of our house in Haifa. Like the taste of sea salt in my mouth as I swam in the Indian Ocean that would take me back to the Mediterranean, our own ancient sea. Like the apocalyptic images that my mind would dredge up, out of nowhere, of our refugee exodus twenty years before, as we trekked north on the coastal road to Lebanon, where pregnant women gave birth on the wayside, screaming to heaven with labor pain, and where children walked alone, with no hands to hold. Like the memories of my first year at Burj al-Barajneh-a makeshift refugee camp on the outskirts of Beirut-when I was always hungry. And cold. And angry. Angry that the tricycle that my dad had bought me a short time before our flight was left behind in Haifa and that some Jewish kid was now riding it around.
These evocations loomed large in my consciousness, where they had taken irrevocable tenure. I could no more escape them than I could my skin. And here I was in Australia, a Palestinian kid with a name too difficult to pronounce and a patrimony too difficult to locate, talking to myself and waiting for Godot.
No matter. For unlike Beckett's two vagrants, I was destined, as were other Palestinians of my generation, to meet that mythical character. Our massive silence, it turned out, our I-me dialogue, our self-address over the previous two decades, was itself a kind of rhetoric.
In an inexplicable, almost mystical synchronicity, the youth of the world was to mount one hell of an uprising that year, and mount it with the uninhibited, brutal directness of feeling that only youth possesses.
Nineteen Sixty-Eight. There was something magical about it all: Here were these young people, oceans apart, seemingly disconnected by geography, culture, and historical experience, coming together and jelling as one, as if they were all tuned in to the same sounds from the same bell. You know it when the bell tolls for thee.
It happened all over the planet, all at once, all the same year: From the general rebellion in France, known as "les dv6nemnents," that brought down That was the year you were afraid to scratch your head in case you missed something. It is no wonder that Jimmy Morrison was singing then, "We want the world, and we want it now."
And we were there too. Part of it all. We the Palestinians were there doing our own thing-in Karameh, in March of that year.
Except for one thing. Everybody else was saying: There is no looking back.
Are you kidding? Our movement was all about looking back. We could not move forward in 1968 without looking back to 1948-looking back anew at what had happened to us during the two decades on either side of that year.
And the looking back began with the question: So the bastards think they have gotten away with it? Hell, no. These people have walked off with our home and homeland, with our movable and immovable property, with our land, our farms, our shops, our public buildings, our paved roads, our cars, our theaters, our clubs, our parks, our furniture, our tricycles. They really thought, with that cozy vulgarity with which they had viewed us, that was going to be that. A bunch of Arabs merging into the Arab world.
Soon to vanish into thin air.
We were the people that history was supposed to have forgotten and that
God was supposed to have given His back to.
Excuuuuuse me! I guess both needed a bit of a nudge. And we gave them that in 1968.
This was only a short time after the "Israelis," as they came to call themselves, were able to conquer and occupy that 23-percent remnant of our country, the West Bank/Gaza, that they had left us twenty years before. Now they were astride the whole of historic Palestine and then some, jubilant at their new role as latter day colonial overlords. It was also the time we grabbed them by the throat, as it were, insisting on contract, dialogue, and They are the biggest liars in history. And theirs is the biggest crime that any people has committed against another.
They robbed us (I keep using this word because no other will do) of our homeland, superimposed their own state on it, and then proceeded to define what they had created in isolation of its impact on our lives and national destiny. Now they have the chutzpah (a word they coined) to celebrate their crime this year, with much fanfare, exactly half a century after the fact.
Look, I'm angry. Still angry after all these years.
Here's one reason.
A while back, on the eve of the Gulf War, I returned to the old countiy for I knocked on the door and some low-life immigrant, with an Eastern European accent, opened it, and when he realized who I was, refused me the right even to look around.
Will I ever forgive this man? Just ask yourself if you would had you been a Palestinian.
I will never forgive these people. These people who have (again that word) robbed us, ever so brazenly, of our patrimony and relegated us to a place in the world, unchosen and unwilled, that we have had to inhabit all these last fifty years.
But wait! Our remembrance of where we came from has not torn at the edges. We have not, even after these fifty years, been hounded into oblivion.
Palestinian exiles, wherever they are, share that same historical preoccupation, that same turn of phrase, that same communicative internality, that same love for the hammer beat in al-awda song that we all grew up singing ("Who am I? / Who are ye? / I am the returnee / I am the returnee") and that
we today hum to our children as we tuck them in every night.
We'll still be around fifty years from now, and if Israel is still around-a doubtful proposition, if you ask me-we'll be knocking on its door, asking to be let in. And if there is no response, we'll break the door down.
We'll break the door down, baby.
If God is my witness, we'll break it down.
My children are not growing up in refugee camps as I have done. They are not living in a host state whose authorities snarl at their heels, or place them close to the door for easy eviction, as their father had lived in Arab host 14 JOURNAL OF PALESTINE STUDIES states. But they do realize that, though they are loyal Americans, only in their ancestral homeland would their larger identity be housed, and only through the struggle to liberate it do they become enduringly defined.
And here we are, after the suffering that followed 1948 and the sacrifices that followed 1968, in 1998. The Palestinian leadership (and I will spare
Palestinians the indignity of identifying it as "our leadership") is bickering
with Netanyahu, and all the other yahoos in his government, over the fate of a yard here and a yard there in the West Bank.
West Bank, West Shmank. That ain't got nothing to do with us. Life is too short to be worrying about pretentious trivia like that. We have a new struggle to organize, an old homeland to liberate. The other part of the story is the attitude of the refugees themselves. In spite of their plight, they acted almost as though nothing had happened. The smile never left their faces, and they did not crumble in the face of their fate.
This ability to absorb punishment and deprivation has become a trait of the Palestinians. There is no need to dwell on the many kinds of punishment sustained during occupation, but I remember an encounter that impressed me particularly. I was visiting a family whose home had just been demolished by the Israelis. Members of the family, standing amid the wreckage of their house, received me with smiles and got to scrambling about trying to find me something to sit on. It is difficult or impossible to subdue or annihilate such people, as Israel knows very well by now.
The food problem was resolved by coordination between the Egyptian authority and international organs. The problem of shelter was temporarily solved by accommodation in mosques and school grounds and sharing with relatives and friends.
But what was probably most noticeable was the refugees' ability to adjust.
Most of them were of rural society. They had gotten no education or at most an elementary education under the British; what had mattered to them was working the land and making a living from it. With the sudden loss of their land, they immediately fixed on an alternative: education and knowledge.
This new burning desire was met by a coordinated effort between the new UN agency UNRWA and the Egyptian government. It soon became a common spectacle to see young boys and girls promenading on side roads with copybooks in hand memorizing some school assignment. Often one saw them bent over solving an equation on the road for lack of paper.
In their high school studies, they did better than average. The Egyptian government rewarded their drive to learn by accepting eligible high school graduates in Egyptian universities free of charge. Soon there were scores of Palestinian university graduates in the sciences and humanities who found work opportunities in neighboring Arab states, making a decent living and enough to support their families in their places of refuge. In so doing they thwarted the attempts by Israel and others to erase the Palestinian identity.
Soon they started agitating for a role in defending their political rights, which resulted in the establishment of the PLO in May 1964.
These reflections are cause for reassurance in the face of the prevailing apathy and frustration among Palestinians in the occupied territories and the diaspora. Our future will be determined by how much we are able to put the Palestinian house in order and meet the legitimate needs of the Palestinian individual. There can be no excuse for failing to do this-at least not in the case of the Palestinians in the occupied territories. The fact that we have been given the chance to have an elected authority means that we have no valid justification not to work for democratic change that can transform the outlook from frustration to hope. I repeat and affirm the importance of attending to the legitimate needs of the individual, as the individual is the crucial factor that determines the future. Given the seriousness of our predicament, the priority is to achieve a vibrant steadfastness on our national soil.
We should establish a model of democracy that affirms the supremacy of law, freedom of speech and the press, freedom of association, accountability and transparency in government, and an independent judiciary. If such a regime were introduced in the occupied territories, then we could deal effectively with the problems and needs of the diaspora. This would also stait the countdown for reaching our national objectives. In 1948 we were small children, so the anxious, panting breath of the adults, as we crawled on all fours to the safety of the windowless stairwell, was more significant to us than the sound of bullets slamming into the wooden shutters. Indeed, everything changed after that night, our last in our
Lower Bak'a home on the Bayt Safafa road. Weeks earlier, during a picnic in the village of Battir, a loud muffled thud had stopped everyone eating and chatting for a moment, and then a puff of black dust hung in the air when we looked toward Jerusalem. We may have heard the words "King David Hotel" in the days following, but that was a whole world away from our round of lessons and play. Now, within hours, we found ourselves in Nablus at the house of an uncle where some of the other relatives were also staying, having left Haifa and the coast for the greater security of the inland city.
In ordinary times, the gathering of so many family members used to mark the 'Id and other feasts-the best days of our year. Soon all our days became crowded as a festival. Various grown-ups seemed to be permanently parked on one of the verandas, smoking and talking. Cousins, uncles, aunts were constantly coming or going. There was fuss and clatter as extra settings were added to the dinner table for unexpected arrivals. The atmosphere of excitement and upheaval permitted the children more freedom than we had known before-as long as we made ourselves scarce during radio newscasts.
We played at housekeeping, bayt buyut, in an ancient burial cave cut into the hillside below the house. It had been used as a stable, but we cleaned out the dirt and with worn-out hasiras (mats) we furnished the niches where bodies had once lain. When Zionist air raids began over Nablus, we saw with satisfaction the whole hara, or neighborhood, rush to "our" cave at the howl of the siren; like a real party despite the lingering smell of sheep.
Forty years later, traveling in the West Bank during the intifada, I felt again the heady intimacy and cheerful closing of ranks under pressure. I was the adult now who knew the odds too well and tossed sleepless as gunshots and searchlights shattered the night. And another generation of children harvested bullets by the bucket from the daytime gardens, could name their varieties as if they were marbles, and incorporated them into their games.
Those final months in Palestine, in Nablus, shone bright in remembrance, being the prelude to the dispersal of the extended family through the neighboring Arab countries and our own removal a thousand miles away to
London for almost a decade. Even at this distance, the warmth remains of 18 JOURNAL OF PALESTINE STUDIES that untidy time, full of events, living pell-mell in luxurious closeness with so many of those who were most dear. As others regretted stolen houses, fields or orange trees, I had my own childish catalog of lost sounds, smells, and affections. To these I clung as to a talisman during the years we lived in England. Whenever I noticed the difference between me and those around me, I could remind myself that somewhere I too belonged.
Air travel was costly in the 1950s, long distance phone calls a luxury, and the only contact with relatives the rare flimsy airmail letter or, in emergency, a telegram. One could well begin to wonder whether Palestine existed at all outside the occasional recurring dream. After all, we ourselves had in the meantime become Jordanian citizens with passports to show for it. And more and more, when I was asked, "Where do you come from?" and I said "Palestine," the response would be, "So you speak Hebrew!"
But when at last we did return, our anticipation built up with time and longing, Palestine, the West Bank now, proved more vivid even than our rosiest memories-the blue of the sky; the tenderness of the blood relatives;
the intense taste of baladi, local, fruits; the clear-cut beauty of the bare stony hills. In this reclaimed familiar setting, which surpassed expectations, it was disconcerting, if inevitable, to make the discovery that somehow I myself no longer fit in as comfortably as I had remembered. Here too I was different.
One of the amusements of the boys of my childhood was to tie a flying beetle to a long thread, watch it circle in the air then reel it in at will. Similarly when al-bilad bitnadi, when the homeland calls to her children, one feels that tug which says "sharriq" or "Go East!" Since emigrating to the United States in 1967, where three family members had preceded me, the number of To reiterate and develop my theme, 1948 is of course more than a series of historical events that took place in 1947-49 and that had specific, calculable material results. Were that the case, the Palestinian struggle would have been reducible to a legal and "technical political" dispute over repatriation and compensation, which it never was. Rather, it is precisely because for Palestinians 1948 is also about the content, form, and meaning of national identity as practiced in different symbolic and existential contexts-therefore involving variations, adaptations, and compromises-that we must cease to think of it as a single "event," from which we derive in unilinear fashion assumptions about who Palestinians are, how they came to be, and how they will behave. Much as it may go against the grain, the Palestinian metanarrative is provided, in common with other former Ottoman and former colonial peoples, by the construction in the modern period of national identities and particularistic, territorial states rather than by 1948, which, though indubitably a major landmark and turning point in that historic process and involving immense human suffering and collective trauma, was nonetheless just that: a landmark and a turning point. I used to stand on the seashore near my house and look southward to the ancient lighthouse and harbor of Jaffa's Old City, with its remnants of fortresses and ancient city walls, its monasteries and mosques and covered markets, each with its own story bearing witness to the time when it was built.
And then I would turn northward to see the modest new wooden houses of the Jewish immigrants on the hill. Over the years those wooden structures gradually became stone as they were absorbed into Tel Aviv, which was established in 1909. Looking south and north, the difference was about a thousand years of history, and that is the difference between the two cities. They both denied any knowledge of it, but I knew it had something to do with Jamal, the younger one, who was twelve at the time, and I noticed him quietly weeping that night when my father used the darkness to take the thing out and throw it far from our house.
After that, I knew we were in danger and had enemies and that people were resisting them and that one of those people was my brother Jamal.
Since that day the circle of my curiosity grew wider, and I began to listen to the radio and ask about what I didn't understand. said, and the day we left Jaffa swirled before my eyes. Yes, I decided. In a way she had been right, and everything that followed-the statelessness, the terrible misery of the camps, the conflicts, the exile-confirms that those of us who were not physically expelled should not have budged, that we would have been better off taking our chances and staying put.
But on the other hand, how could we have known at the time what lay in store? We didn't have information about the real situation except what we read in the papers and heard on the radio. We were up against the terrorism of the two Zionist organizations, and as for our own leadership, we didn't realize at the time that we didn't have one. In Jaffa, there was the National
Committee, a group of well-intentioned men but with limited means organizationally, politically, and militarily. It was the people who took the initiative, an occupied and a divided city to be sure, but I saw that as an advantage.
Living in Jerusalem would enable me to overcome at will what was both an imaginary and a physical border.
Until the outbreak of the intifada in December 1987, the occupation had in fact reunited Palestine, or at least effected a re-Palestinization of the West
Bank. There were negative sides, to be sure. One was the separation from the Arab world, which resulted in a lack of social and cultural development.
The West Bank, as many Palestinian returnees discovered to their dismay in the early 1990s, was frozen in time. I began teaching at Birzeit in 1974 and despite all the hype soon discovered that the university, modest in its resources and not particularly blessed in its faculty and administration, functioned essentially as an export factoty for the manpower-hungiy economies of the Gulf. Although I did not realize it at the time, it was foolish to expect the place to be an island of enlightenment. Socially and culturally it was part of its natural environment, a closed and conservative society nurtured by the sterile years of Jordanian rule on which was superimposed the arbitrary rule of the militaty occupation (though Israeli interference in the daily workings of the university was, to my surprise, less than I had expected).
All these shortcomings notwithstanding, I felt myself particularly lucky. I
wanted to live in Palestine, and for the time being Birzeit was the vehicle that 
